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​​Introduction

I have an obscure interest in finding out if Hitler had or was planning to build an atomic weapon, be it a bomb or warhead for one of his V Weapons.

At the end of World War II my father was a Sergeant in the British Army seconded to a unit led by a Major in Military Intelligence, MI6 no less. The Major’s job was to seek out high ranking Nazis in the Austrian Carpathian Mountains. They succeeded in their mission and caught several Nazis of high rank including Odilo Globocnik.

Globocnik played a key role in the Anschluss, the annexation of Austria, in 1938 by Nazi Germany. For his work on this project, Globocnik was made Gauleiter of Vienna, but for only a few months until the Nazis forced him to resign due to his financial dealings. However, due to a close personal relationship with Heinrich Himmler, Odilo Globocnik was put in the post of Lubin SS and Police Chief from 1939 to 1943. Here he began his deadly career of building and running extermination camps, around 150 camps at one time. This included the Majdanek camp and the extermination centres of Treblinka, Belzec and Sobibor. 

The story of his capture, which you can read first hand here (the Regimental Provost Sergeant Sowler was my father) has always fascinated me and I never tired of my father telling me this story. However, I often wondered why such a high-ranking Nazi would be hanging around the Weissensee lake. This is where my fertile imagination took over and eventually led to my World War 2 fiction novel, Operation Werwolf.

Ever since writing this book, I’ve often wondered if Hitler had managed to create an atomic weapon. So far, there is little evidence to suggest Nazi Germany had built an atomic bomb, but let’s start at the very beginning and see where the hearsay and evidence takes us.



​​The Letter

The famous Einstein–Szilárd letter was written by Leó Szilárd, signed by Albert Einstein and sent to President Franklin D. Roosevelt on August 2, 1939. 

The letter took the form of a warning that Germany could develop atomic weapons and it was suggested that the USA should commence work on its own nuclear program. 

Here’s an abbreviated version of the letter, but the full version can be found in Wikipedia.
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‘In the course of the last four months it has been made probable - through the work of Joliot in France as well as Fermi and Szilard in America – that it may become possible to set up a nuclear chain reaction in a large mass of uranium, by which vast amounts of power and large quantities of new radium-like elements would be generated. Now it appears almost certain that this could be achieved in the immediate future.
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This new phenomenon would also lead to the construction of bombs, and it is conceivable – though much less certain – those extremely powerful bombs of a new type may thus be constructed. A single bomb of this type, carried by a boat and exploded in a port, might well destroy the whole port together with some of the surrounding territory. However, such bombs might very well prove to be too heavy for transportation by air.

The United States has only very poor ores of uranium in moderate quantities. There is some very good ore in Canada and the former Czechoslovakia. While the most important source of uranium is Belgian Congo..

..I understand that Germany has actually stopped the sale of uranium from the Czechoslovakian mines which she has taken over. That she should have taken such early action might perhaps be understood on the ground that the son of the German Under-Secretary of State, von Wiezsäcker, is attached to the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Institut in Berlin where some of the American work on uranium is now being repeated.

Yours very truly,

––––––––
[image: ]


(Albert Einstein)

It seems this letter had the desired effect; Roosevelt took the message seriously and it eventually led to the Manhattan Project which oversaw the creation of the first atomic bombs.

So here is the first indication that Nazi Germany was maybe going to try and create an atomic bomb. Flimsy, yes, but then our next piece of evidence is quite compelling.


​​Heavy Water

Water, H2O, is by far the most common water on our planet. But there is something called heavy water. The most common isotope of hydrogen is called protium or hydrogen-1. A rarer isotope of hydrogen is hydrogen-2, or deuterium. Hydrogen-2 atoms are made up of one proton and one neutron.

Water is made up of two hydrogen atoms and one oxygen atom, bonded together. In light water, the two hydrogen atoms are both of the hydrogen-1 isotope. Heavy water on the other hand has the hydrogen atoms both of the hydrogen-2 isotope.

Heavy water is important in some types of nuclear reactors and the importance of different isotopes is also crucial. Uranium has two naturally occurring isotopes, these are uranium-235, with 92 protons and 143 neutrons, and uranium-238, with 92 protons and 146 neutrons. Uranium-238 cannot sustain a nuclear chain reaction, but uranium-235 can. There is vastly more of the uranium-238 isotope than of the uranium-235 isotope in naturally occurring uranium. The uranium-235 makes up only a fraction of a percent of the overall mass of the ore.

Most nuclear reactors require a much higher percentage of uranium-235 in order to maintain a nuclear reaction. This is where uranium enrichment comes in. Giant rows of centrifuges are used to slowly increase the amount of uranium-235 in a sample of uranium, allowing it to be used in power plants or weapons.

Now here's the kicker, some reactors that use heavy water can use unrefined uranium as a fuel which removes the need for a time consuming and expensive enrichment process. Such reactors will tend to produce more plutonium as a waste product and that can be used in weapons.

At the outbreak of World War 2, Nazi Germany overran Europe quickly defeating France, the low countries and then Norway. Norway was vigorously defended by the Norwegians and the British, but to no avail as the Nazi war machine simply rolled up Europe except for neutral countries like Sweden, Spain, and Eire.

Norway, however, played heavily on British Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s mind, as it should have done, because since 1934 water had been drip, drip dripping in a hydrogen plant at Rjukan in Telemark, Southern Norway. That plant was the only facility in Europe that produced heavy water in large-scale volumes, and since the spring of 1940, this plant had been in German hands and the Germans were guarding it very closely.

By the beginning of 1942 production at a new installation in Rjukan, based on a German method, was increased to 100 kilos per month. Soon after Germany attempted to increase output further. Barrel after barrel of heavy water were rolled out of the facility and shipped to Germany, where they were put to good use controlling nuclear fission.

It was very clear to both London and Washington that German atomic physicists were working on nuclear fission and heavy water was key to the process that could give Hitler a devastating secret weapon. If by 1944 Germany had managed to create an atomic bomb, the outcome of World War 2 would have been very different.

Britain stood alone
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​​Conclusion
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